It may be a cliché to say that "information is power," but this doesn't make it any less true. My own studies on information literacy, information technology, and the relevance and quality of information affirm both the importance of being able to find and use information and that people of all ages and abilities can improve their abilities to do so. "Information is power" is particularly salient in the legal domain. Today, the most common, first-choice information-seeking strategies are to "Google" and to consult Wikipedia. While these tools may be sufficient for general topics such as identifying people, places, things (including products and vendors), they frequently lack the credibility and depth necessary for resolving legal or government-related problems or questions. At the same time, the explosion in information and resources resulting from online services, the World Wide Web, and extensive government and judicial digitization efforts makes it difficult for most of us to navigate through the various legal information systems and services. This is even a challenge for librarians and other information professionals.
Fortunately, we now have this highly useful and practical book, Finding the Answers to Legal Questions, to help information specialists and laypersons. Tucker and Lampson begin with an overview of the U.S. legal environment and of information sources on federal, state, and local levels, and they then offer practical approaches to finding and using information for common legal problems. Their advice centers on taking advantage of the most readily available information institution in society: the public library.
The heart of the practical approaches offered by Tucker and Lampson are found in Part III, "Information: Specific Legal Questions." Eight very specific chapters cover a wide range of frequently asked questions from people seeking to become better informed or trying to do their own legal work on such topics as lawsuits, family law, wills and estate planning, debt and collections, employment, and criminal law. This content is truly a must for laypersons as well as library and information professionals engaged in reference and information services.
I can also attest that this book will have lasting value across physical and virtual information settings. I am currently involved in a MacArthur Foundation-funded study of legal and health information problem solving in a virtual world (Second Life). As of this writing, we are still collecting and analyzing data, but preliminary efforts point to the importance of "first life" resources, expertise, and problem-solving abilities of information users and those attempting to help them. I can easily envision an information provider in Second Life or other virtual worlds frequently consulting Tucker and Lampson for expertise on how to better meet users' legal information needs.
Finally, writing this foreword reminds me of some of the personal legal matters and problems that I've been avoiding, such as revising my will and estate and retirement planning. The tasks seemed daunting, so I've put them off. But now I really do plan to rely on this book for the necessary context, resources, direction, and confidence to tackle these important matters.
Mike Eisenberg Dean Emeritus and Professor Information School, University of Washington xvi
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Where do people go to get answers to their legal information questions? If they don't have an attorney, how do they learn to navigate the court system or prepare pleadings to file with a court? Where do they turn when they need to translate legalese into language they can understand?
People find sample forms in stationery stores, do-it-yourself booklets, software packages, and innumerable websites of varying value and relevance, but how does a person know where to start? How does the average person become familiar with the workings of the local court and its rules and processes? Some communities offer free legal clinics staffed by lawyers volunteering their time, others provide legal services based on income level, and still others have court-provided facilitators (paralegals) to assist with paperwork. And, all across the country, people call on their public libraries with questions involving legal information. Small to medium-sized public libraries are unlikely to have staff with legal experience or much in the way of reference materials to assist these patrons.
Audience and Purpose
Finding the Answers to Legal Questions: A How-To-Do-It Manual is intended for librarians, paralegals, laypersons, and students without a background in law who need to find answers to legal questions. It is particularly recommended for public library staff faced with reference questions involving legal information and dealing with challenges of providing a basic legal reference collection. The focus here is on public libraries that are of small to medium size; large public libraries may have legal reference staff or even their own law libraries within an extended library system. The book is not aimed at law library staff who are familiar with legal research and the legal system and who often have legal experience or education.
The book is also for students preparing for careers in public libraries who need to be conversant with the U.S. legal system, the workings of the courts, and common questions that are likely to arise. It is also appropriate for paralegal students needing an introduction to the justice system and many of the most frequently encountered demands for basic legal information.
In short, the audience for this book includes:
• librarians and library staff at public libraries providing reference services and encountering questions about legal information;
• students preparing for a career in public libraries;
• students learning the basics of finding answers to legal questions; and
• members of the general public looking for legal information.
The four major aims of this book are:
• to provide a general introduction to the structure of the legal systems in the United States;
• to provide an overview of the most used legal information sources on the federal, state, and local levels, in all formats;
• to provide a guide to finding legal information about the most frequently encountered legal problems faced by laypersons; and
• to provide a guide for "collecting" and managing basic legal resources in the context of a public library.
How to Use This Book
The book is organized into four parts, with three appendixes:
• Part I, "Foundation: Legal Information Overview" Part I explains the structure of U.S. legal systems as reflected in the structure of legal information resources. It begins with background information to establish a basic understanding of what is meant by codes, statutes, laws, and regulations. The chapters provide an overview of primary law-statutes, regulations, and case law-and explain how secondary sources can help the novice legal researcher. Recommendations and how-to instructions are included for finding primary law in print sources, free websites, and pay-for-view databases.
• Part II, "Preparation: Understanding Legal Information Needs" This part begins with a discussion of the complexities of the reference interview when legal information is involved. Librarians can provide legal information but cannot provide legal advice, and library patrons trying to do their own legal work will frequently ask for "advice." The librarian's role is that of navigator, not advisor or advocate. Part II introduces the reader to basic legal research, including citation and keyword searching as well as issues such as jurisdiction and checking for the most current information. Part II continues with coverage of resources beyond the public library, such as legal aid organizations, and considerations when choosing a lawyer.
• Part III, "Information: Specific Legal Questions" Part III describes common questions or information scenarios typically encountered by laypersons seeking legal information. Throughout xviii Finding the Answers to Legal Questions this section it is essential to keep in mind that state and local statutes and court rules will vary, and this book cannot address each jurisdiction.
The eight chapters in Part III each cover an area of law that generates the questions most frequently asked by people trying to do their own legal work. Each chapter typically includes the framework for the area of law (whether it is governed by state or federal law, for example, or a combination), a "getting started" section (what a person needs to know to begin finding answers in that area of law), frequently asked questions and helpful ideas for finding answers, and "resources recaps," summarizing important print and online sources covered in individual sections or the chapter overall.
The questions in Part III were determined through a combination of the authors' experiences and an informal survey of reference librarians at public libraries. There seems to be general agreement on the most commonly asked legal questions: "When American families are asked to describe their legal needs, the topics that come up repeatedly are housing, personal finance, family and domestic concerns (usually in conjunction with divorce and child support), wills and estates, and employmentrelated issues" (American Bar Association, 2009).
• Part IV, "Collection: Building a Basic Collection or Website" Part IV is intended for public library staff wanting to create a basic website, or perhaps just a single webpage, with links to relevant legal information for their local community. It also provides advice on how to build a small hardcopy collection at minimal cost. The first two chapters cover print sources that are not available online or in pay-for-view databases and discuss the general nature of free legal information on the Internet-megaportals, law school library sites, public library sites-and how it differs from what is included in pay-for-view databases like Lexis and Westlaw. These chapters provide tips on how to sift through and evaluate self-help law books and websites, often an intimidating array and host to unique concerns such as jurisdiction, relevancy, bias, and authenticity. The final chapter provides how-to information for creating a basic website of legal links and building a small, low-cost collection of print resources.
• Appendixes Three appendixes supplement the legal sources described in the book. Appendix 1 is a glossary of legal terms highlighted throughout in the book and also includes a list of recommended online legal dictionaries. Appendix 2 summarizes the most essential, go-to-every-time legal resources available online and for free discussed throughout the book. These resources include case law, federal statutes and regulations, court rules, tribal law, legal forms, and more. Appendix 3 is a directory of online resources for legal information from all 50 states. It collects in one place the URLs for free online sources for state statutes, regulations, courts, and case law. Updates for the appendixes can be found at the authors' website (www.GetLaw.net).
Finding the Answers to Legal Questions offers a unique, how-to-do-it approach to legal information and legal research. With a wealth of xix Preface recommended legal resources, organized for efficient lookups, and its focus on the needs of the generalist reference librarian, paralegal, and layperson, this book is packed with practical suggestions to help you understand the legal system, locate appropriate resources, and quickly find answers to legal questions.
Don't Forget
Many library users do their own research. Some do it to learn how to represent themselves, and some do it to be more knowledgeable in working with an attorney they may retain to help them with their legal matters. This latter course of action is highly recommended; in addition to doing one's own legal research, one should consult with an attorney if at all possible either for a one-time consultation or for representation. Just as a person might look on the Internet for information about a prescription drug or a surgical procedure, this would be no substitute for the advice of a physician.
Especially when it comes to criminal matters, anytime one's liberty is at stake, that person is strongly advised to seek legal counsel and to seriously question whether self-representation is wise.
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